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Six Congressional members urge stronger action to
protect religious liberty
Archons of the Ecumenical Patriarchate in America (07.12.2017) - Six members of
Congress stressed the need for the U.S. government to take a more vigorously active
role in protecting endangered Christians in the Holy Lands and the Middle East.
Four representatives and two senators spoke Tuesday at the Third International
Conference on Religious Freedom in the nation’s capital, sponsored by the Order of Saint
Andrew the Apostle, Archons of the Ecumenical Patriarchate.
The speakers were Representatives Chris Smith, R-New Jersey; Jeff Fortenberry, RNebraska; Carolyn Maloney, D-New York; Gus Bilirakis, R-Florida, and Senators Ben
Cardin, D-Maryland, and James Lankford, R-Oklahoma. The sessions were held in the
U.S. Senate Caucus Room and Capitol Visitor Center Auditorium.
“More than ever before, vigorous U.S. leadership and diplomacy are needed to address
religious freedom violations in the region (Middle East and Holy Lands) and globally,”
Rep. Smith said.
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He also urged “enhanced religious freedom training for the Foreign Service including
ambassadors and integrating religious freedom into every aspect of U.S. foreign policy.”
Smith recommended a timely designation of a “country of particular concern” as well as
designation of an “entity of concern,” such as a terrorist group. He also urged the meting
out of sanctions on designated countries and holding not just countries but also
individuals accountable.
Rep. Maloney emphasized that religious persecution “is happening all over the world,”
adding that there is a need to create a system to accurately track everything happening
to Christian minorities and other religions.
“We need to put more meat in legislation,” she added, such as no aid to Egypt unless
they let Christians rebuild their churches.
Maloney has advocated for reform in Turkey such as the reopening of Halki – the Greek
Orthodox Christian theological school the Turkish government closed in 1971.
“Look at countries that respect minorities, religion and women – they don’t have
terrorism,” Maloney added.
Rep. Biilirakis emphasized the need to “speak out. Our darkest moments have come
when those who know better stood still. We must fight to protect Christians all over the
world.”
He said the United States must “stand up” to our so-called allies, recommending this
country appoint an ambassador-at-large for international religion freedom.
Rep. Fortenberry said that attacks on Christians are not only a loss of life, but are a
disabling factor in the Middle East.
“What has happened is genocide,” he emphasized. “What needs to be done is
resurrection, revitalization and repatriation”
Sen. Cardin stressed the need to protect religious targets because “what we see in the
Middle East is unacceptable. If we don’t take any action, we condone that activity. The
United States must take the leadership. Those committing atrocities should not get a
pass.”
The senator pledged his commitment to protect Christian minorities in the Middle East
and elsewhere. “You have my word,” he said.
Sen. Lankford urged that we speak out clearly for those who are unjustly attacked.
“More and more places in the world have less freedom,” he noted. “Blasphemy laws are
being adopted in the world. We should not freely trade with a country that doesn’t
recognize religious liberty.”
While emphasizing that there is much work to be done, the senator also urged that we
“don’t lose hope.”
The members of Congress were not the only participants to urge work on behalf of
embattled Christians worldwide.
Archbishop Demetrios, primate of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, attacked
the “crime” of killing someone in the name of religion. “There is not a bigger atrocity than

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | World

that.”
And Dr. Anthony J. Limberakis, national commander of the Archons in America, said,
“Let’s hope our work spreads the light of religious freedom around the world. Our
discussions are to bring the light of truth and expose the darkness.”
•
•
•

More information: http://conference.archons.org
Video assets and transcripts: bit.ly/religious-freedom-media
Supporting photos:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/orderstandrew/sets/72157689275845591

IAPP hold conference at European Parliament on
radicalization
By Jacques Marion, regional vice president, UPF of Europe
UPF (05.12.2017) - http://bit.ly/2BCPTsF - A series of IAPP inaugural meetings in Europe
in 2017 culminated in a conference in the European Parliament.
“Radicalization and Violent Extremism; Focus on Prevention” was the title of the
International Association of Parliamentarians for Peace conference that was held on
December 5 by UPF together with an affiliated organization, the Women’s Federation for
World Peace (WFWP), and Human Rights Without Frontiers (HRWF).
Flavio Zanonato, an Italian member of the European Parliament and a member of the
Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats, was the host of the conference.
In a year plagued by repeated acts of terrorism, the conference theme represented a
concern widely shared among Europeans.
Reflecting the belief that joint efforts from both parliamentarians and spiritual leaders are
necessary to prevent radicalization, the conference’s two sessions focused first on the
role of parliamentarians and second on religious factors.
Session I: Pro-Active Policies for the Prevention of Radicalization: The Role of
Parliamentarians
The first session was held at the European Parliament, in a prestigious room of the
Altiero Spinelli Building. As the 120-seat room filled with participants from all over
Europe, HRWF Deputy Director Lea Perekrests introduced Member of the European
Parliament Flavio Zanonato, the conference host, who spoke about the work of the
European Parliament’s Committee on Terrorism and the role of school education in
preventing radicalization.
Jean-Marie Bockel, a French senator and former government minister, reviewed
conclusions of a recent French Senate report, which he had supervised, on the prevention
of radicalization. Emphasizing its ideological dimension, particularly in the case of Islamic
radicalization, he said that prevention policies should focus both on countering violent
extremism and curtailing excessive communautarisme—a French sociological term that
describes the tendency of minority communities to dissociate themselves from the wider
society. He then described various prevention initiatives by local governments in France.
Dr. Afzal Ashraf, a specialist on counterterrorism at the University of Nottingham in the
United Kingdom, gave a broad description of international factors leading to the current
wave of terrorism throughout the world. Dr. Ashraf, who has a military background and

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | World

experience in the Iraq War, warned that focusing exclusively on Islamic communities
would be misleading and ineffective in dealing with the cause of the problem, which has
much to do with various government policies.
Belgian scholar Brigitte Maréchal, the director of the Interdisciplinary Center for the
Study of Islam in the Contemporary World (CISMOC) of Louvain Catholic University,
reflected on the fact that Europe faces a long-term meeting of civilizations regarding
Islam. This requires a new mindset, adequate education and a respectful assessment of
our differences, she said.
Seyran Ateş, a German lawyer and women’s rights activist among Muslim women, who
recently founded the first liberal mosque in Berlin, called for a focus on action to ensure
that respect for human rights and democratic values is the basis for genuine religious
education. She recommended that schools teach religion with a focus on ethics.
Karl-Christian Hausmann, a leader of the Christian Democratic Union in the city of
Stuttgart and the chair of UPF-Germany, concluded the panel with an introduction to the
International Association of Parliamentarians for Peace (IAPP). A project of the Universal
Peace Federation, IAPP has been launched throughout the world starting in 2016.
Promoting dialogue and cooperation beyond national, religious or party affiliations, IAPP
encourages cooperation between political leaders and spiritual leaders to foster
sustainable solutions to current issues.
Session II: Roots and Prevention of Radicalization: Religious Factors
The second session was held in the Renaissance Brussels Hotel, located a five-minute
walk away from the Parliament. Participants enjoyed a light meal and friendly interaction
before listening to a short, enchanting harp performance by 13-year-old Solange Dellens.
Robin Marsh, the secretary general of UPF in the United Kingdom, moderated the
session. Three of the panelists from the first session—Lea Perekrests, Brigitte Maréchal
and Seyran Ateş—were again on the panel and developed their presentations further. A
fourth panelist was Camel Bechikh, a conservative Muslim activist from France, founder
of Association Fils de France.
Lea Perekrests explained about the current focus of Human Rights Without Frontiers: the
crossing lines of religious freedom and security issues. She described her organization’s
involvement in recent legal cases in which extremist Muslim religious leaders were
expelled from Europe because of political decisions.
Brigitte Maréchal emphasized the need for a deeper study and understanding of religion
in Europe, adding that one should not confuse intercultural and interreligious dialogue.
This new meeting of civilizations, she pointed out, comes after a long period in which
religion was declining in Europe while religious sentiment was rising in the Islamic world.
A genuine dialogue with Islam is needed, she said, whose outcome will depend on the
choice of interlocutors.
Seyran Ateş called for a reformation in Islam, which, in her opinion, needs to begin with
a focus on gender equality. She explained about her new “Stop Extremism” campaign in
Europe, saying that genuine political action is needed to confront religious fundamentalist
assaults against human rights and democratic values, in which “freedom and democracy
are being used to destroy freedom and democracy.”
The last speaker, Camel Bechikh, began by affirming his attachment
patriotic feelings toward his country of France. A “caricature” of Islam, he
lead to a wrong assessment of the problem and counterproductive
described how the amalgam between genuine Catholicism and abuses

to Islam and
warned, would
solutions. He
by a Catholic
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monarchy in France eventually led to a rise of atheism that undermined French society
and partly caused the current confusion regarding marriage and family values. A similar
amalgam between Islam and extremist violence, he said, would open the way for socalled “progressive ideologies” to undermine the core values promoted by all religions
and eventually undermine democracy itself.
The audience responded to this discussion on very current issues with comments or
questions—sometimes provocative—on religious extremism, the fate of Christian
minorities in the Islamic world, and controversial family policies in Europe.
From the prestigious location of the European Parliament, with prominent experts dealing
with pressing current issues, the conference opened new horizons for UPF activities in the
coming years.

Humanists “actively persecuted” in seven countries in
2017, finds IHEU report
IHEU (04.12.2017) - http://bit.ly/2l2w7U2 - The 2017 Freedom of Thought Report — on
discrimination and persecution against humanists, atheists and the non-religious —
highlights seven countries that have actively persecuted non-religious people this year.
The report published today (5 December) by the International Humanist and Ethical
Union (IHEU) emphasizes the murders of humanists and atheists in the past 12 months,
including Mashal
Khan in Pakistan, Yameen
Rasheed in
the Maldives,
and H
Farook in India.
In Malaysia, a backlash against atheists was escalated to government levels, when
officials threatened to “hunt down” apostates. An anti-atheist campaign in Pakistan saw
several activists ‘disappeared’ or prosecuted for alleged “blasphemy”, with two men
facing a possible death sentence.
The “apostasy” cases of Mohamed M’kheitir in Mauritania (who was released after an
involuntary psychiatric assessment), Ahmad al Shamri in Saudi Arabia (whose death
sentence for apostasy to atheism was upheld) and Mohamed Salih in Sudan (who had
asked that he be allowed to specify ‘atheism’ on his identity papers) are highlighted as
part of the wider threat to those who speak out as “non-religious” or who challenge
religious power structures, in particular in Islamic countries where “apostasy” is often
reviled.
The report documents 12 countries where leaving or changing religion by “apostasy” is
punishable by death.
Even these incidents are only “the most noticeable moving parts on the extensive
machine of anti-non-religious discrimination” globally, according to the 2017
edition’s Editorial Introduction. 85 countries are listed as having one or more elements of
“severe discrimination” or worse. Such elements include for example imprisonable
“blasphemy” laws, fundamentalist proselytization in state-run schools, the derivation of
state law from religious doctrine, and control over family and personal status law by
religious courts.
The report warns that the increasing number of anti-atheist murders and other incidents
of persecution should not be thought of as disconnected events, but as part of “a pattern
of regression on a global scale”. While there is much global attention on rising populism
and authoritarianism, the Freedom of Thought Report warns that, “The rhetorical
opposition and very real threats to democratic norms extend far beyond ‘fake news’ and
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Twitter bots… Any remaining notion that secularism and human rights must inevitably
establish themselves… must now be cast aside as deeply complacent and apathetic.”
Ahead of the report’s launch at the European Parliament on Tuesday, president of the
IHEU Andrew Copson said, “More and more people are coming to us in the humanist
movement from Saudi Arabia, or Afghanistan, or Pakistan, and saying: ‘I am humanist’
or ‘I am atheist, and I cannot speak out, I cannot say what I need to, even online’. They
are afraid they’re going to be attacked for it, maybe even killed.”
Copson continued, “This report shows that this is not an irrational fear. There have been
extrajudicial killings occurring in multiple countries and near impunity for the killers. The
international community cannot continue to placate states which criminalize leaving
religion as a capital offence. We call on the international community to condemn the
persecution of humanists and atheists, and to work with human rights defenders around
the world to bring an end to this injustice. We also call on all those who are able
to support our ‘humanists at risk’ crowdfunding campaign to help ensure that IHEU can
continue to do our valuable advocacy work for the non-religious around the world.”
A full online country index, interactive global maps, and the complete data derived from
the report’s ratings system are available via freethoughtreport.com.

“Freedom of religion or belief is a litmus test for all
human rights”
In a hearing on freedom of religion or belief, Human Rights MEPs focused on the
persecution of various religious minorities & were informed about the "rising
tide of intolerance" worldwide.
European Parliament News (22.11.2017) - http://bit.ly/2mTYiVD - The European
Parliament’s Subcommittee on Human Rights (DROI) today held a hearing on “Freedom
of Religion or Belief: the situation of persecuted minorities, notably Christians”, chaired
by DROI Chair MEP Pier Antonio Panzeri (S&D, IT). The hearing with several experts from
different parts of the world focussed on the persecution of various religious minorities,
notably Christians, Shias and Rohingya.
A “rising tide of intolerance” in the world was deplored and confirmed by statistics
according to which 70% of the global population suffer from restrictions on Freedom of
Religion or Belief (FoRB), with a negative tendency for the future.
“Freedom of religion or belief is a litmus test for all human rights”, said Ján Figeľ, EU
Special Envoy for the Promotion of Freedom of Religion or Belief outside the EU, to MEPs.
Speakers stressed that Christians at present suffer a degree of persecution unparalleled
in history, especially in the Middle East, but also in China, India, North Korea and Russia.
The plight of the Rohingya in Myanmar, culminating at present in a systematic campaign
seemingly aimed at exterminating them, was also discussed, including the historical
background of the conflict.
Furthermore, the hearing focussed on the massive discrimination against Shias in
Bahrain, where Shia Muslims form the majority of the population, but had to witness the
destruction of dozens of Shia mosques, just one example of the many harassments they
face.
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Finally the question was raised whether secular societies need better “religious literacy”,
ie a greater understanding of religious issues.
MEPs emphasised the need for enhanced EU action for FoRB.
You can rewatch the hearing through this link.

Budapest Declaration praised for its stance against
persecution of minorities
By Asif Aqeel
Daily Times (19.11.2017) - http://bit.ly/2A2uWdf - Analysts express mixed sentiments
on a recently passed Budapest Declaration, praising it for its stand against religious
persecution but also highlighting the need for such documents to be framed in a
language that does not show bias towards a particular community.
The declaration adopted following an international consultation in October expresses
solidarity with persecuted Christians and other religious minority communities and seeks
to help them stay in their historic homelands. It calls upon policy makers, influential
individuals, and governments from across the globe to promote free exercise of religion.
The international consultation had been organised by the Hungarian government’s
Deputy State Secretariat for the Aid of Persecuted Christians. Hungarian Prime Minister
Viktor Orbán also addressed the consultation, echoing concerns raised by Pope Francis in
September 2015 when he said that by remaining silent world leaders were being
complicit in the persecution of Christians.
At the consultation, the Hungarian prime minister said, “It is a fact that four out of every
five people oppressed due to their religion are Christians … The greatest danger we face
today is the indifferent, apathetic silence of a Europe which denies its Christian roots.”
He said persecution of religious minorities was an underreported topic in the international
press. “One needs a magnifying glass to find political statements condemning the
persecution of Christians,” Orban added.
Other speakers stressed that the west should be ashamed that it could not come to the
aid of persecuted Christiansand other religious minorities that were under political, social
and economic pressures because of their faith.
Even before the passage of the Budapest Declaration, the Hungarian government had
already started initiative like Hungary Helps to facilitate persecuted minorities in their
homelands. Under this initiative, the Hungarian government provides assistance to
Christians refugees from various Asian and African countries so that they could return to
their homelands.
Speaking to Daily Times, Dr Elizabeth Kendal, an expert associated with the Melbourne
School of Theology, said the declaration was bound to be greatly appreciated for its
stance for persecuted communities. “It is a good start. Persecuted religious minorities
often feel alone, hidden, abandoned and forgotten. A declaration such as this, indeed any
statement that acknowledges their suffering, is bound to be greatly appreciated,” she
said.
Condemning persecution and calling for promotion of religious liberty is more important
than some might realize, she added.
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Dr Kendal said her only disappointment with the declaration was its failure to identify the
nature of persecution accurately. She said the persecution suffered by Christian and
other minorities were not mere atrocities. “The problem is systemic. Multitudes of
Christians suffer crippling generational poverty due to systematic discrimination, much of
which arises out disinformation and prejudice as much as policy,” she said.
In conversation with Daily Times, other experts drew attention to the need for framing
such declaration in a universally applicable and secular language.
“For worldwide recognition it [the declaration] will most likely go through the United
Nations General Assembly, but then the text will have to be amended in order not to
show any bias towards Christianity,” Aidtrade director Peter Bronsveld said.
He said it would have been impossible for a public sector body to pass a similarly worded
declaration in Germany, Netherlands, Belgium or France.
Zoltán Lakner, a Hungarian political analyst, went as far as terming the Hungarian prime
minister’s address at the consultation as an assault on the European Union.
Differing from Lakner, Dr. Kendel said Hungary and other nations could make a strong
stand for religious liberty without violating the separation of church and state. “Indeed,
every state that has ratified the Universal Declaration of Human Rights has an obligation
to defend and advance religious freedom as a universal human right.”
On the declaration’s focus on sustaining minorities in their homelands, she said it was a
difficult endeavour but remained a step in the right direction.
Public memory of religious strife in Hungary
Public discourse and official history in Hungary retains the memory of living under the
Ottoman rule. The Turkish Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent had incorporated central
Hungary, including Budapest, into the Ottoman Empire in 1541, and the control lasted til
1699. During this period, most of the Hungarians moved to other places where they felt
safer from the Ottoman control. The result was that the Christian population decreased in
the country. Hungarian art and history still retain memories of Ottoman rule.
Regarding the resurgence of a Christian identity at the state level, France-based analyst
Dr Azam Gill said the phenomenon was visible in many western countries. The most
recent example is the largest rally with at least 60,000 people at Warsaw to celebrate
Poland’s Independence Day on November 11,” he said. The theme of the rally was ‘We
Want God’. During their interviews with Al-Jazeera, the organisers said the event was a
reminder of Poland’s Catholic identity and a response to Europe’s ‘invasion by
immigrants’.
Dr Gill said rising incidents of terrorism by European citizens affiliated with militant
Islamist outfits, uncontrolled migrations and their adverse impact on economies, and the
eagerness of church leaders to remain politically correct had encouraged a conservative
movement that sought resurrection of the rejected political status of the church. “The
church leaders should use this opportunity to present the true face of Christianity. It is
time for complacent and complicit church leaders to start earning their gold and purple
by reclaiming their religion from the clutches of ambitious wolves in sheep’s clothing,” he
said.
“This European grouping has superimposed Christianity’s promise of spiritual salvation
over worldly redemption and set itself up as a savior. The explosive content of mixing
religion and politics must not be ignored,” he said.
Christian minorities in South Asia
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According to the International World Watch List, Pakistan is on the fourth number where
Christians are persecuted because of their religion. Thousands of Pakistani Christians
have fled to Thailand and have filed for refugee status with the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees. In March 2015, the Jubilee Campaign, a US nonprofit, cofounded by British parliamentarian Lord David Alton, reported that around 4,000
Pakistani Christians were seeking asylum in Thailand.
Karachi University assistant professor Dr Sabir Michael, a panelist at the consultation,
stresses that the situation of Christians is far worse in India than in Pakistan. The reality
does not get highlighted because of successful lobbying by the Indian government.

A conference calls for the protection of places of worship
and holy sites

HRWF (13.11.2017) – On 9-10 November, the Conference of European Churches (KEKCEC) held a conference on the protection of places of worship and holy sites in Nicosia
(Cyprus) under the auspices of His Beatitude, Archbishop Chrysostomos II of Nova
Justitiana and Cyprus. At the end of the event, the participants adopted a number of
recommendations.
Protection of Holy Sites and Worship Places in Europe and the Middle East
KEK-CEC (13.11.2017) - In the run up to the European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018,
European churches are urging the European institutions to increase their efforts to
ensure respect and protection of places of worship and holy sites, both in the EU law and
in the Common Foreign and Security Policy.
These church leaders were participants of a conference organised by the Conference or
European Churches and the Church of Cyprus, in Nicosia, Cyprus, from 9-10 November.
The forty participants of the conference emphasised that several gaps in the international
legal regime, governing such sites, need to be filled, in particular a common definition
and legal remedies. To buy, build, own, maintain, restore and use such religious places
are part and parcel of the fundamental right to Freedom of Religion or Belief, they said.
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The conference explored different legal, political and cultural contexts of the theme. This
included Western Europe, with its increasingly secular setting, as well as regions where
religious sites have been politicized in conflict situations, such as in Kosovo (UNSCR
1244/1999), in the divided Cyprus, in Ukraine, in Syria and in the City of Jerusalem,
which holds special significance to Jews, Christians and Muslims alike.
For Cyprus, His Beatitude Archbishop Chrysostomos II of Nova Justiniana and All Cyprus
spoke about the need of de facto protection of the churches in Cyprus. Religious
monuments in the country are not under the effective control of the Republic of Cyprus
and are often vandalized with the Turkish Cypriot side doing little to prevent that. Legal
owners are also often denied access to and prevented from worshiping at their holy sites.
“Using the right of access to places of worship for political ends is not conducive to
dialogue,” said Cyprus’ Foreign Minister Ioannis Kasoulides.
Speaking about the Holy Land, His Beatitude Theophilos III, Patriarch of Jerusalem and
all Palestine, said that over the last several months, a new level of threat has emerged to
the stability of Jerusalem as a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious society of
which the diverse holy sites are concrete evidence, and that the churches have become
increasingly concerned about their properties.
For Syria, Bishop Armash Nalbandian, Primate of the Armenian Diocese of Damascus,
talked about the great suffering his community that has lived through during the civil
war. He emphasized the desire to return the country to relative harmony between
different faiths that existed before the conflict.
Fr Sava Janjic, Abbot of Dečani Monastery in Kosovo (UNSCR 1244/1999), demanded
that “political leaders in the Balkans should demonstrate more commitment to the
protection of cultural and religious heritage of vulnerable communities and make more
efforts to prevent further destruction of holy sites”.
The moderator of CEC Thematic Reference Group on Human Rights, Rev. Dr Göran
Gunner, stated that “the destruction of a place of worship often deeply affects the
identity of a religious person, who wants the site to be preserved for the present and
future generations with dignity, integrity and respect.”
Communiqué on the legal status und protection of ‘places of worship’ and ‘holy
sites’
The participants,
•

•

•
•
•

welcoming recent developments[i] indicating an increased public awareness of the
importance of ‘places of worship’ and ‘holy sites’ as an integral part[ii] of Freedom
of Religion or Belief[iii] as well as of their relevance for the common cultural
heritage of humanity,
aware that such sites form an integral part of the fibre constituting individual
personality and historic and cultural identity of peoples, wherefore their proper
maintenance and use contributes to cohesion, whereas their desecration or
destruction can cause severe trauma,
asserting that the relevance of sites with a religious or spiritual character cannot
be reduced to their historic, artistic or cultural significance, but are part of the
living memory and testimony of faith,
repenting the failure of Christians in our common history to respect and protect
religious sites of other believers,
calling on solidarity with Christians and other believers suffering from intolerance,
conflict and war that eventually causes damage to such sites,
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•

and deeply concerned that many sites of religious or spiritual as well as of historic
and cultural significance have over the past decades become again focal points of
violence and intolerance and/or suffered from hostile acts, especially but not
exclusively in conflicts and wars, both from states and from third parties,

1.)

emphasise that any building (including, inter alia, churches, chapels, monasteries,
synagogues, temples and mosques) or site (including, inter alia, monuments,
cemeteries, routes of pilgrimage) should be regarded as a place of worship or a
holy site,
• if a religious community can legitimately claim either the right of property or
otherwise the right to use of that site for religious rites or similar expressions or
manifestations of religion, individually and collectively, and
• if it has been specifically dedicated to such a purpose,
o or has been traditionally used for such a purpose over a significant period
of time,
o or has a specific religious or spiritual meaning attached to it for one or
more religious communities without prejudice to the property rights of
others.

2.)

urge for a strong and effective protection of such sites in national as well as in
international law from illegitimate interferences, such as the denial of access, the
obstruction of religious ceremonies, damage, plundering and trafficking of artefacts,
and destruction, both from a state and/or from third parties, giving special
attention also to the prohibition of unlawful, disproportionate, discriminatory or
otherwise unjust dispossession.

3.)

call on all Members of the Conference of European Churches as well as on all other
Churches and communities of religion or belief in Europe and the Middle East
• to seek, in the spirit of peace and reconciliation, a common understanding
especially in the handling of such sites that are of religious or spiritual
significance to more than one denomination or religion,
• to engage in dialogue on how religious actors can together raise political
awareness for their importance while forestalling a politicisation of religious
sites in conflicts,
• to join in common action to defend each other’s rights, with a special view to
minorities.

4.) expect the European Institutions and the Member States of the European Union, in
cooperation with other international actors[iv],
• to use the upcoming ‘European Year of Cultural Heritage’ (2018) to increase
their efforts to ensure respect and protection for ‘places of worship’ and ‘holy
sites’, both in EU law and in the Common Foreign and Security Policy;
• to work towards a comprehensive international regime of legal protection,
building on a better understanding of the fundamental right to Freedom of
Religion or Belief, and including a common definition of such places and sites
as well as legal remedies to ensure proper implementation. In particular,
religious communities must be able to acquire or built, own and administer,
maintain or restore, access and use such places.
For more information or an interview, please contact:
Henrik Hansson
CEC Communication Coordinator
Tel: +32 2 234 68 42
e-mail: hhansson@cec-kek.be
Website: www.ceceurope.org
Facebook: www.facebook.com/ceceurope
Twitter: @ceceurope
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The Conference of European Churches (CEC) is a fellowship of some 114 Orthodox,
Protestant, Anglican and Old Catholic Churches from all countries of Europe, plus 40
National Councils of Churches and Organisations in Partnership. CEC was founded in
1959. It has offices in Brussels and Strasbourg.

Call to make freedom of religion a foreign policy priority
Ekklesia (27.10.2017) - http://bit.ly/2iYAOx9 - The All-Party Parliamentary Group for
International Freedom of Religion or Belief has launched a new report to mark
International Freedom of Religion or Belief Day (27 October 2017).
Entitled 'Article 18: From rhetoric to reality', it highlights the current rhetoric of the
observance of Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and underlines
practical measures that can and should be taken by the UK Government to turn this
rhetoric to reality, to protect the millions who are vulnerable to violence, discrimination
and disadvantage as a result of its abuse.
In the Foreword to the report Dr Ahmed Shaheed, United Nations Special Rapporteur for
Freedom of Religion or Belief, (FoRB) says “This report comes at a time when acts of
intolerance involving religion or belief are on the rise globally… occurring in most
continents and in many different cultures – from the potential crimes against humanity
being committed against Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar and genocide against vulnerable
Iraqi religious groups such as Yazidis, Shabak, Shi’a Muslims and Christians to the
banning of religious groups including Jehovah’s Witnesses.
"There is no one type of perpetrator or victim. Groups that face persecution in one
country may be the persecutors in others. Perpetrators may also be State or non-State
actors, and from the latter, mob violence is frequently used to enforce religious or social
norms. Despite global commitments to promote and to protect freedom of religion or
belief, the scale of violations remains enormous, with almost 80 per cent of the world’s
population living in countries with 'high' or 'very high' levels of restrictions and/or
hostilities towards certain beliefs."
He concludes “This report explores the importance of the right to Freedom of Religion or
Belief for Government Ministers and officials including for preventing violent extremism
and promoting the sustainable development goals, and provides recommendations and
best practice for pursuing this right. I urge the UK and other Governments to give serious
consideration to implementing what is laid out in this report.”
The report urges that Freedom of Religion or Belief is made a political priority for the
Foreign Secretary and a strategic priority for both the Foreign and Commonwealth Office
and the Department for International Development.
The full list of recommendations:
1) Identify FoRB as a Political Priority of the Foreign Secretary, and establish a
FoRB programming funding stream within the Foreign and Commonwealth Office
2) Identify FoRB as a strategic priority in the Department for International
Development’s work
3) Resource the International Investigative Team into ISIL’s Crimes and ensure
that the evidence collated is used to bring ISIL Perpetrators to justice in line with
international law
4) Support Parliamentarians and Institutional Partners Globally to Advance FoRB
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5) Ensure that aid is channelled to organisations and programmes that support
and demonstrate a clear understanding of FoRB
6) Increase religious and FoRB ‘literacy’ among Embassy staff and civil servants
7) Undertake a baseline evaluation of the extent, quality and impact of FoRB in
the Foreign and Commonwealth Office in order to mainstream FoRB throughout
work streams
8) Develop and share understanding of key FoRB issues, in conflict situations and
facilitate peace-building
9) Revise the FCO Magna Carta Human Rights and Democracy Fund to support
longer-term civil society-led projects and make available smaller grants to fund
small projects advancing FoRB
10) Recognise religious persecution within the UNHCR vulnerability criteria
11) Establish a cross-Governmental programme to support pro-FoRB messaging
and narratives on and offline.
12) Integrate the FCO’s recognition of FoRB’s role within PVE measures across UK
Government and then share this best practice internationally
13) Work with local civil society, including faith and belief-based organisations, to
implement conflict reduction programming between religious or belief
communities.
14) Convene an expert group to scope initiating an international FoRB Convention
Commenting on the report, Andrew Copson, Chief Executive of Humanists UK and
President of the International Humanist and Ethical Union, said, "2017 has been a
disastrous year for freedom of religion and belief around much of the globe. With ongoing
conflicts in Syria and Iraq, attacks on the Rohingya in Myanmar, and active use of
blasphemy sentences in Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Mauritania, and elsewhere, urgent action
is needed to ensure people’s human rights are upheld.
"This report, with its careful documentation of the state of human rights and clear
recommendations as to how the Foreign and Commonwealth Office can work better to
ensure freedom of religion and belief, is a welcome contribution at a time that such
action is sadly needed more than ever."
Article 18 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights says, "Everyone has the right to
freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his
religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or
private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance."
Read the full report here

U.N. expert urges global repeal of blasphemy laws to
boost religious freedom
UN (24.10.2017) – http://bit.ly/2y2tQ0J - All States with blasphemy laws on their statute
books should repeal them to increase freedom of religion or belief, a UN human rights
expert has said.
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“Anti-blasphemy, anti-apostasy or anti-conversion laws, some of which are falsely
presented as “anti-incitement” legislation, also often serve as platforms for enabling
intolerance,” said Ahmed Shaheed, ahead of presenting his first report (*) to the UN
General Assembly in New York since he was appointed Special Rapporteur on freedom of
religion or belief.
“I urge States that still have blasphemy laws to repeal them because of their stifling
impact on the enjoyment of the right to freedom of religion or belief, and on the ability to
engage in a healthy dialogue about religion,” the expert said.
Mr. Shaheed said it was essential to address the rising global trend of religious
intolerance, and to close the gap between commitments to combat intolerant acts and
taking appropriate action.
“Today, three quarters of the world’s population live in countries that have either
restrictions on the right to religion or belief or a high level of social hostility involving
religion or belief,” he said.
“In many cases, limits on freedom of religion or belief and denials of that freedom, which
result in religious intolerance, stem not from any governmental action but from pressures
within the society in which they occur,” he added.
Intolerance could be caused by extremist interpretations of religious sources. Violations
are often aggravated in situations where “intolerance levels are at their highest, rule of
law is at its weakest, and fear is the common currency, including in situations of conflict”,
he added.
Violence by extremist groups, often in the name of religion or belief, is a real threat that
had to be confronted, he said, but the increasing trend by States to politicize religion or
link it with security concerns worsens the situation.
“What is often overlooked is the role many governments play in exacerbating, fuelling
and enabling an environment in which such extremism can flourish,” he said.
He warned that an over-securitised approach to countering violent extremism in the
name of religion had often proven to be counter-productive.
The Special Rapporteur, encouraged everyone to recommit using the existing UN tools
and mechanisms to close the gap between commitments and action.
(*) http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/72/365
Mr. Ahmed Shaheed (the Maldives) was appointed as Special Rapporteur on freedom of
religion or belief by the UN Human Rights Council in 2016. Mr. Shaheed is Deputy
Director of the Human Rights Centre at the University of Essex, UK and Senior Fellow of
the Raoul Wallenberg Human Rights Centre in Canada. He was Foreign Minister of the
Maldives from 2005 to 2007 and from 2008 to 2010. He led the country’s efforts to sign
and ratify all nine international human rights Conventions and to implement them in law
and practice. Mr. Shaheed is the former Special Rapporteur on the situation of human
rights in Iran.

CESNUR’s statement on refugees fleeing religious
persecution
CESNUR (30.10.2017) - http://bit.ly/2zQ9Men - October 27, 2017 is the International
Religious Freedom Day.
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CESNUR would like to seize this opportunity to call the attention of international
organizations, governments, and religions on the dramatic situation of refugees seeking
asylum for reasons of religious persecution.
On October 23, 2017 we participated in a conference in Seoul, Korea, devoted to the
dramatic situation of refugees fleeing from China escaping religious persecution there,
including members of the Church of Almighty God, which is banned in China and whose
devotees are systematically persecuted there. Most of them fail to obtain asylum in Korea
and other countries, with a real risk of being returned to China, where they would be
incarcerated or worse. Other religious groups and movements are in the same or similar
situations.
Public opinion in several countries sometimes is not able to distinguish between economic
migrants and refugees. The distinction is clear in international conventions. In 2004, the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees published guidelines on religion-based
refugee claims. These guidelines clarify that new and non-traditional religions are entitled
to the same protection as mainline religions; that individuals should not prove that they
have been individually persecuted and a general pattern of persecution against their
religious group is enough; and that “persecution” should be broadly interpreted, including
prohibition to freely practice and propagate one’s religion.
Decisions by several international courts have also specified that accusations that a
religious movement is responsible of crimes are not per se ground to refuse the religionbased refugee claims of its members, unless they are individually responsible for the
crimes and there is reasonable evidence that crimes are real rather than trumped up
charges created to justify persecution.
On International Religious Freedom Day 2017, CESNUR urges all international
organizations, government, and religions to work for the protection of all religion-based
refugees and the enforcement of the United Nations guidelines on religion-based refugee
claims, including in the paradigmatic case of members of the Church of Almighty God
fleeing China, as well as in other dramatic and urgent situations.

A right for all: Freedom of religion or belief in ASEAN
APPG (27.09.2017) - http://bit.ly/2xvPgCZ - A new report from USCIRF emphasises the
strategic importance of robust U.S. engagement on these issues with ASEAN as a
collective and the 10 individual Member States: Brunei, Burma, Cambodia, Indonesia,
Laos, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam.
The countries of Southeast Asia—bound together in the regional bloc known as the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)—are vastly diverse in their geographic
size, governing systems, economies, and cultural and societal heterogeneity.
Also, each country is different in its degree of adherence to international human rights
standards and its protection (or denial) of the freedoms therein, including the universal
freedom of religion or belief.
In ASEAN’s 50th year, the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF)
presents A Right for All: Freedom of Religion or Belief in ASEAN. The report documents
ASEAN’s and the Member States’ approaches to this fundamental right, underscores the
religious freedom-related challenges in the region that transcend country borders, and
emphasizes the strategic importance of robust U.S. engagement on these issues.
ASEAN’s approach to human rights often has been diminished by two competing
interests: the Member States’ desire to integrate as a bloc and their deeply embedded
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reliance on independence and non-interference in
increasingly interdependent, interconnected community
governments and societies recognize—both within and
right to freedom of religion or belief is being abused and
and groups whose rights are violated.

one another’s affairs. In an
such as ASEAN, it is vital that
across their borders—when the
take steps to protect individuals

ASEAN and the individual Member States have an inconsistent record protecting and
promoting human rights, and even more so with respect to freedom of religion or belief.
Often, ASEAN countries have lacked cohesion and a strong will to act in response to serious violations within their own borders and among the other members of the bloc.
Key findings about freedom of religion or belief in the 10 Member States
include:
Brunei: The identification of the state and the public sphere with Islam in the person of
the sultan sometimes challenges the religious freedom of non-Muslims or heterodox
Muslim residents, whose communities may be banned or ruled by Shari’ah despite their
affiliation.
Burma: While the year 2016 marked a historic and peaceful transition of government in
Burma, outright impunity for abuses committed by the military and some non-state
actors and the depth of the humanitarian crisis for displaced persons continue to drive
the ill treatment of religious and ethnic groups.
Cambodia: Cambodia has few internal challenges with freedom of religion or belief, but
could do more to uphold its human rights commitments, particularly under the Refugee
Convention.
Indonesia: The Indonesian government often intervenes when religious freedom abuses
arise, particularly if they involve violence. Non-Muslims and non-Sunni Muslims, however,
endure ongoing difficulties obtaining official permission to build houses of worship,
experience vandalism at houses of worship, and are subject to discrimination as well as
sometimes violent protests that interfere with their ability to practice their faith.
Laos: In some areas of Laos, local authorities harass and discriminate against religious
and ethnic minorities, and pervasive government control and onerous regulations impede
freedom of religion or belief.
Malaysia: Malaysia’s entrenched system of government advantages the ruling party and
theSunni Muslim Malay majority at the expense ofreligious and ethnic minorities, often
through government-directed crackdowns on religious activity, expression, or dissent.
Philippines: With the strong influence of the Catholic Church, as well as the needs of
other religious groups, the Philippines grapples with the separation of church and state,
and also with the violence that continues to dominate relations with Muslims on the
island of Mindanao.
Singapore: Singapore’s history of intercommunal violence informs its current policies,
which prioritize harmony between the country’s major religions, sometimes at a cost to
freedom of expression and the rights of smaller religious communities.
Thailand: The primacy of Buddhism is most problematic to freedom of religion or belief
in the largely Malay Muslim southern provinces, where ongoing Buddhist-Muslim tensions
contribute to a growing sense of nationwide religious-based nationalism.
Vietnam: Vietnam has made progress to improve religious freedom conditions, but
severe violations continue, especially against ethnic minority communities in rural areas
of some provinces.

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | World

Challenges
The 10 Member States experience a number of common and crosscutting challenges that
underscore how violations of freedom of religion or belief occur across borders and within
the context of broader and related regional trends. ASEAN should acknowledge and work
to address the following problems: protection gaps for refugees, asylum seekers,
trafficked persons, and those internally displaced; the use of anti-extremism and
antiterrorism laws as a means to limit religious communities’ legitimate activities, stifle
peaceful dissent, and imprison people; the use of nationalistic sentiment by individuals
and groups who manipulate religion to the detriment of other religious and ethnic
groups; arrests, detentions, and imprisonments based on religious belief, practice, or
activities; and the existence and implementation of blasphemy laws that are used to
incite or inspire violence, generally by members of a majority religious group against
those from a religious minority community.
Conclusion
ASEAN and the individual Member States
nations is grounded in the premise that
order, which includes the responsibility to
human rights. This means ASEAN and the

must understand that the global community of
everyone observe a rules-based international
uphold freedom of religion or belief and related
Member States should take steps to:

adhere to international human rights instruments; welcome visits by international human
rights monitors; ensure unfettered access by aid workers, independent media, and other
international stakeholders to vulnerable populations and conflict areas; repeal blasphemy
and related laws; release prisoners of conscience; and strengthen interfaith relationships.

Ranking countries by blasphemy laws
All-Party Parliamentary Group on International for International Freedom of
Religion or Belief (APPG)
APPG (15.08.2017) - http://bit.ly/2uO0DF2 - 71 of the world's 195 countries have
blasphemy laws. Penalties for violating blasphemy laws in these countries can range from
fines to imprisonment and death. USCIRF's latest report examines and compares the
content of laws prohibiting blasphemy worldwide.
Blasphemy is defined as "the act of insulting or showing contempt or lack of reverence
for God."
According to the study:
•
•
•
•
•

Blasphemy laws are astonishingly widespread. Seventy-one countries, spread out
across many regions, maintain such statutes.
Every one of these blasphemy statutes deviates from at least one internationally
recognized human rights principle. Most of these laws fail to respect fully the
human right of freedom of expression.
All five nations with blasphemy laws that deviate the most from international
human rights principles maintain an official state religion.
Most blasphemy laws studied were vaguely worded, as many failed to specify
intent as part of the violation. The vast majority carried unduly harsh penalties for
violators.
Most blasphemy laws were embedded in the criminal codes and 86 percent of
states with blasphemy laws prescribed imprisonment for convicted offenders.
Some blasphemy statutes even imposed the death penalty.
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71 countries have blasphemy laws on the books

Afghanistan - Algeria - Andorra - Antigua and Barbuda - Austria - Bahrain Bangladesh - Barbuda - Brazil - Brunei - Canada - Comoros - Cyprus - Denmark*
- Egypt - Eritrea - Ethiopia - Finland - Germany - Greece - Grenada - Guyana India - Indonesia - Iran - Iraq - Ireland - Israel - Italy - Jordan - Kazakhstan Kuwait - Lebanon - Libya - Liechtenstein - Malaysia - Malta* - Mauritius Montenegro - Morocco - New Zealand - Nigeria - Oman - Pakistan - Papua - New
Guinea - Philippines - Poland - Qatar - Russia - Rwanda - San Marino - Saudi
Arabia - Singapore - Somalia - South Sudan - Spain - Sri Lanka - St Lucia St.
Vincent and Grenadines - Sudan - Suriname - Switzerland - Syria - Tanzania Thailand - Tunisia - Turkey - United Arab Emirates - Vanuatu - Yemen - Zambia Zimbabwe
*Blasphemy laws for Malta and Denmark were repealed after the data for this
report was coded and analyzed.

Top 10 countries as of July 2017
1. Iran
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2. Pakistan
3. Yemen
4. Somalia
5. Qatar
6. Egypt
7. Italy
8. Algeria
9. Comoros
10. Libya

The Economist
The Economist (13.08.2017) - https://www.economist.com/blogs/erasmus/2017/08/antireligious-speech - BLASPHEMY laws, in the sense of laws that penalise speech or acts
that disrespect God or the sacred, are "astonishingly widespread". From the harshest
laws to the mildest, all of them deviate in some degree from the international norms that
uphold freedom of belief and expression.
Those were the main conclusions of a report issued this week by the United States
Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF), reflecting several years of
work by a panel of researchers. It identified 71 countries that punished blasphemy-two of
which, Denmark and Malta, repealed their laws very recently-and ranked them according
to severity. The countries were assessed on the basis of the harshness of their penalties,
the vagueness or precision of the offence, and the degree to which the blasphemy laws
underpinned discrimination against some religious groups. Pakistan and Egypt were
among the countries found to be using blasphemy laws as a form of anti-minority
oppression.
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The five countries deemed to practise the grossest violations of international standards
were all Muslim-majority lands. Top came Iran and Pakistan, both countries where
"blasphemers" can face death. At the other extreme came Ireland, which introduced a
new blasphemy law in 2009 on the grounds that the constitution required such
legislation. There have been no convictions under the law and initial moves to prosecute
Stephen Fry, a British actor, for stridently anti-theistic remarks were dropped amid
general embarrassment.
Many European states have blasphemy laws on the statute book, designed to protect
established or privileged churches, but they are hardly ever invoked. Russia, Kazakhstan,
Poland and Montenegro are on the list, but most other ex-communist countries seem to
have retained a relatively secular ethos in their constitutions and therefore have no
blasphemy law.
Although Canada appears on the list, with the ninth-mildest regime, the authors
commend the fact that Canadian law explicitly upholds the right to robust religious
debate, as long as it is conducted in "good faith and decent language". New Zealand's
legislation affirms something quite similar.
The research delivers a surprisingly harsh verdict on Italy, deemed to be seventh worst
infringer of international norms. In truth, that country is hardly in the same league as
those that execute, lash or lynch blasphemers. But the terms of an Italian court decision
in 2015 were rather troubling to free-expression campaigners. It upheld a fine imposed
on an artist who, in a public place in Milan, had depicted a sexual act involving the
former Pope Benedict and one of his clerical advisers. The judgment said criticism of
religion was legitimate if it was carried out by qualified people with relevant experience-a
category into which the artist clearly did not fall.
Joelle Fiss, one of the report's authors, said their research raised questions about
established or state religion. Although having a state religion was permitted in
international law, the research showed a correlation between such regimes and harshly
enforced blasphemy laws. That, in turn, posed a question about whether it was possible,
even hypothetically, to have a state religion which does not imply some disadvantage to
religious minorities.
One of the most thoughtful recent comments on the subject has come from Mairead
McGuinness, an Irish politician whose job as vice-president of the European Parliament
includes dialogue with religions. The fact that her country maintained a blasphemy law,
however soft and little-used, weakened Europe's hand in dialogue with other parts of the
world. "The problem [arises] when Europeans criticise the abusive blasphemy or
apostasy laws in countries such as Indonesia, Pakistan, Sudan or a host of others," she
said. "The local authorities frequently accuse us of hypocrisy."
Her conclusion is that Ireland should have a referendum on abolishing the line in Article
40 of the constitution which says that blasphemy should be punished by law: a change
that all the country's political parties and churches would support. In other words, civil
liberty begins at home.
Press comment: Secularism
Secularism (17.08.2017) - http://www.secularism.org - Dozens of countries from all
corners of the globe retain laws which punish blasphemy and most of them punish the
'crime' severely, according a report from the US government.
The paper, from the US Commission on International Religious Freedom, was entitled
Respecting Rights? Measuring the World's Blasphemy Laws. Its authors said blasphemy
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laws were "astonishingly widespread". They found laws restricting freedom of expression
on religious issues in 71 countries.
Two of those featured - Denmark and Malta - have recently repealed their laws. But
elsewhere the report appeared to have underestimated the scale of the problem, as it did
not include Northern Ireland or Scotland. The National Secular Society played a vital part
in their repeal in England and Wales in 2008.
Every country featured was criticised for "deviating from some international human rights
law principles". Most of the laws deviated from "a significant number" of those principles.
Around a quarter of the laws found were in the Middle East and North Africa; another
quarter were from Asia and the Pacific. More than a fifth were in Europe, with 15.5%
coming from sub-Saharan Africa and 11.2% from the Americas.
An overwhelming majority of the laws were found in national penal codes. The report
said punishments ranged from "moderately to grossly disproportionate". Fifty-nine states
sanctioned a prison sentence for 'blasphemers'; some imposed other sentences such as
lashings and forced labour.
The laws were ranked according to a series of indicators, including how far their language
threatened freedom of expression; how severe the penalty was; and how far they were
used to discriminate against minority groups. These showed how far they deviated from
international human rights principles.
The authors said the laws often put particular strain on "the forum, either public or
private, in which a person can express or display his/her opinions or beliefs and control
written or spoken words". They also said the legislation was often vaguely worded, with
only one-third of the criminal laws specifying that intent must be part of the 'crime'.
The six countries with the most severe blasphemy laws were all Muslim-majority
countries. Iran and Pakistan were given the worst rankings, mainly because both
countries' laws explicitly allow the death penalty for insulting Muhammad. They were
followed by Yemen, Somalia, Qatar and Egypt.
In some cases, the rankings underestimated the reality of the impact of a country's
blasphemy laws. For example, in Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia and Eritrea, there was no
sanction specified in written law. This meant none of those countries were given points
on the indicator for the severity of the punishment. But their laws mean the punishment
can be prescribed in other laws or open to judicial interpretation.
This has particularly harsh consequences in Saudi Arabia, where judges often impose
long prison terms or public floggings for 'blasphemers'. In April a man arrested on a
blasphemy charge was sentenced to death for apostasy.
The report also said: "In states where there are unresolved conflicts between two or
more religious groups, accusations of blasphemy can be used as a tool to strengthen one
group's power over another". And in countries such as Pakistan and Bangladesh,
'blasphemers' are often punished through extrajudicial actions and mob 'justice'.
Italy, which came seventh on the list, had the most severe blasphemy laws in Europe.
In 2015 an Italian court upheld a fine imposed on an artist who had publicly depicted a
sexual act involving the former Pope Benedict and one of his clerical advisers. The
judgment said religion could be legitimately criticised by qualified people with relevant
experience.
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Most European states which have blasphemy laws on the books rarely invoke them.
Ireland, which introduced a blasphemy law in 2009 and has not convicted anyone for the
offence since, was the lowest-ranked country.
But Mairead McGuinness, an Irish politician who works as vice-president of the European
Parliament, has said blasphemy laws weaken European politicians' ability to protect
'blasphemers' abroad. "The local authorities frequently accuse us of hypocrisy," she said.
The authors also said the report raised criticisms of established state religions. The five
worst-ranked countries all had state religions, and countries with official state religions
tended to get higher scores than those without them.
Responding to the report Chris Sloggett, the NSS's communications officer, said:
"Blasphemy should never be illegal. Religious ideas should be as open to challenge, insult
or ridicule as any other.
"This report - which, in places, understates the damage done by blasphemy laws - is an
important reminder of the pointless punishment which many face for speaking their
minds. It highlights the work that needs to be done around the world to protect free
expression.
"And it should nudge countries that retain these laws to realise they are not harmless, as
they undermine international standards on free expression and solidarity with free
thinkers."

Sentencing prison terms to imams educated abroad is
unfair, however…
Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers Int’l
•
•
•
•
•

Imprisonment of imams educated abroad
Freedom of religion or belief and the state’s duty to protect its citizens
Freedom of religion and security: responses to radicalization from abroad of
cultural Muslims in Western societies
A missing tool in the fight for human and state security
Conclusions

HRWF (24.07.2017) - Sentencing ‘controversial’ imams to prison terms because they
have been educated abroad is a violation of human rights, however it is the right of a
state to protect its population against radicalization and foreign ideologies that promote
degrading and inhumane treatments.
Foreign forms of controversial Islamic teachings introduced in various ways in Muslim
majority countries threaten their traditional culture of tolerance and the peaceful
relations between their various religious communities.
Iran attracts and trains foreign Shi’a theologians to export its theocratic model and
Sharia practices, values which are incompatible with human rights. Salafists and
Wahhabis backed by Saudi Arabia and other states of the Arabic Peninsula are
increasingly disturbing the homegrown peaceful Islam in Indonesia, the Maldives,
Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and other countries. The implantation of their Islamic universities
and other educational institutions in such countries, in addition to the granting of
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scholarships for foreign education of imams and young students in theology, are part of
their diversified strategies to export forms of Islam that are alien to local Islam and
conflict with human rights.
Imprisonment of imams educated abroad
Azerbaijan: The case of Sardar Babayev
On 3 July, an Azerbaijani court handed down a three-year prison term to Sardar Babayev
for leading Muslim prayers for he had previously received religious education abroad. The
imprisonment of Sardar Babayev on such grounds is clearly a violation of international
law.
According to an amendment to the Religion Law adopted in 2015, foreign-educated
imams can only lead worship in state-recognized mosques if their appointment has been
approved by the state-backed Caucasian Muslim Board and the State Committee for
Work with Religious Organisations.
After studying Islam in Baku, Shia Imam Babayev completed theological studies at Al
Mustafa University in the Iranian city of Qom in 2000.
Qom is Iran’s main theological training center for foreignersi. Its teachings promote
theocracy instead of separation of state and religion, and an extreme form of Sharia, as
it is practiced in Iran: execution by hanging, stoning, imprisonment of apostates, large
scale repression of Baha’is, and so on.
Kazakhstan: The case of Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov
On 17 February, the Kazakh authorities arrested Sunni Imam Abdukhalil Abduzhabbarov.
He had been the subject of an extradition request from Astana for spreading ideas of socalled takfirii in western Kazakhstan and for inciting religious hatred in the early 2000s.
Additionally, he was accused of ‘continued attempts to influence Muslims in Kazakhstan
and students who were studying or visiting him in Saudi Arabia’ where he had fled in
2006 to avoid prosecution. He had graduated from the Saudi-backed International
Islamic University in the Pakistani capital Islamabad in 1999.
In his 2013 paper on the International Islamic University of Islamabadiii, Qasir Amir notes
that the following teachings of the criminal law are instructed in the said institution:
•
•
•
•

Apostasy: death
Adultery/ Illegal sexual intercourse: stoning to death or lashes
Theft: amputation of the right hand from the joint of the wrist
Drinking alcohol: 80 lashes

In July 2017, Satymzhan Azatov was jailed for four years eight months for inciting
religious hatred and promoting terrorism, which he denied. He was the fourth Muslim
who studied in Saudi Arabia convicted in 2017 in Kazakhstan.
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Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and other countries are confronted with a real threat to public
order and state security by the introduction of such ideologies, however harsh repression
is not an adequate or efficient response.
Freedom of religion and the state’s duty to protect its citizens
States have the duty to protect their citizens and residents on their territory. On the
grounds of security, more and more Muslim majority countries try to protect their
peaceful homegrown practice of Islam against radical and extremist movements which
use or promote the use of violence. To combat this issue, these countries only allow
imams to operate if they were trained at home or in other ‘safe’ countries or institutions a sort of security label.
Sentencing imams to prison terms just because they were educated abroad in
‘suspicious’ countries or institutions is a violation of human rights. However, punishing
hate crimes and hate speech or the promotion of physical punishments, such as stoning
and lashes, is in line with international law.

Freedom of religion and security: responses to radicalization from abroad of
cultural Muslims in Western societies
In early May 2017, Denmark banned five Islamic clerics and an American evangelical
Christian pastor from entering the country, calling them "hate preachers" who posed
threats to public order.
In December 2016, Shayk El Alami Amaouch, also known as Alami Abu Hamza, who had
double citizenship (Moroccan and Dutch) through his marriage with a Dutch woman, left
Belgium after an expulsion order had been issued against him. He was reproached with
making ‘Salafist’ propaganda, preaching violence, calling for jihad, and recruiting ISIS
fighters for Syria. He is not allowed to enter Belgium for ten years.
His family was not concerned by the order. However, his 17-year old son is also under
scrutiny of the authorities since he posted a video in which he called for the murder of
Christians (see https://www.memri.org/tv/youth-walks-down-street-verviers-belgiumcursing-christians-and-praying-their-annihilation). However, he cannot be deported since
he was born in Belgium. He afterwards said he regretted ‘his error’.
France has also deported dozens of imams since 2012. Other EU member states have
followed suit.
The deportation policy based on the prosecution of hate speech and incitement to
religiously-based hatred can thwart the radicalization of cultural Muslims in Western
societies, which has been exported from ISIS and certain countries in the Arabic
Peninsula, but other legal avenues need to be explored.
A missing tool in the fight for human and state security
A legal basis for the ‘management’ of imams and students in theology educated in
controversial religious centers exists in international law: Article 5 of the ICCPR which
reads as follows:
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Nothing in the present Covenant may be interpreted as implying for any State,
group or person any right to engage in any activity or perform any act aimed at
the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms recognized herein or at their
limitation to a greater extent than is provided for in the present Covenant.
Under Article 17 of the European Convention on Human Rights, which is identical to
Article 5 of the ICCPR, Strasbourg has declared inadmissible the application (no.
31098/08) of Hizb Ut-Tahrir and Others v. Germany against the ban imposed on
them by German courts on the ground that their ideology aims at the destruction of any
of the rights and freedoms recognized in Article 5 of the ICCPR or at their limitation.
The groups teachings in a number of foreign countries and religious institutions are in
egregious contention with Article 5 of the ICCPR. They promote an “Untermensch”
worldview in which Muslims are superior to and have more rights than non-Muslims. They
promote segregation between men and women leading to gender inequality. They
promote judicial practices which blatantly contradict Article 7 of the ICCPR: “No one shall
be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.” The
UN and its member states, EU member states, the USA, and other liberal democracies,
have not done enough, if any, to reduce and eradicate such judicial practices and their
implementation.
Conclusions
Since the beginning of this century, the expansion of violent and totalitarian Islamist
political ideologies have been accompanied by the spread and the strengthening of the
Sharia law, in its most discriminatory and violent forms, in an increasing number of
Muslim majority countries. This has been achieved inter alia by offering young people
free education or scholarships for theological studies in Saudi Arabia, in Pakistan, and in
Iran, just to name a few countries, which results in fueling the worldwide radicalization of
Islam. During their studies, the youth sent to overseas madrasas are converted to
Salafist, Wahhabi and other totalitarian forms of Islam that are alien to the traditional
Islam of their country of origin. Along with ‘returnees’ from the battlefields of Syria and
Iraq, these educated ‘returnees’ from radical religious training centers abroad are then
expected to import their newly discovered ideology back home.
When these ‘returnees’ are arrested, they are first and foremost a threat to the
international human rights system, which includes the equal right to religious freedom for
all, rather than victims of religious rights violations. Organisations and activists defending
human rights and religious freedom should keep this in mind.
All states, whatever their political system, should unite their efforts, in the framework of
the UN or not, to prevent the expansion of a totalitarian ideology that ‘aims at the
destruction of any of the rights and freedoms’ recognized in Article 5 of the ICCPR or at
their undue limitation. A black list of countries and religious institutions to be banned
from study-abroad options and imposing an embargo for such studies is not to be
excluded from the proactive measures to be taken by Muslim majority states and
countries with Muslim minorities.
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World Hijab Day: Muslim women lament frequent
harassment over use of hijab
By Sulaimon Salau
The Guardian (03.02.2017) - http://bit.ly/2lg14jf - As the faithful celebrate World Hijab
Day across the globe on Wednesday, a coalition of women group, under the aegis of
Hijab Rights Advocacy Initiative, has lamented frequent discrimination and harassment of
women over the use of hijab.
The group, comprising of Federation of Muslim Women Association of Nigeria (FOMWAN),
Al-Muminaat, The Criterion, Muslim Students’ Society of Nigeria (MSSN) and Guild of
Muslim Professionals, decried the discrimination against women on hijab, describing it as
an violation of the human rights as provided by Nigerian constitution.
The World Hijab Day is an annual event celebrated on every February 1 in over 140
countries worldwide. The purpose of the day was to raise awareness about modest
Muslim dress and to encourage non-Muslim women to wear and experience the hijab for
a day.
The group’s Coordinator, Hajia Mutiat Orolu-Balogun, said some government and private
agencies in the country are also involved in this discriminatory act, which she described
as an infringement on their constitutional right.
Orolu-Balogun, a lawyer described hijab as religious duty and an obligation on every
Muslim woman in the observance of her faith, saying that it is not culture of Arabs or a
fashion accessory that one may discard at will.
“The right to believe in and practise one’s chosen faith is an inalienable right of every
human being, as entrenched in the constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999
(as amended),”she added.
Orolu-Balogun, said most women in hijab had been denied jobs and other opportunities,
even when they are qualified for such jobs and opportunities.She lamented a situation
whereby women in hijab are forced to expose their ears as well as their heads before
writing Unified Tertiary Matriculation Examinations (UTME) or getting Bank Verification
Number (BVN).
“Imagine being asked to take off your shirt or your trousers because you wanted to get
your driver’s license, or being told you would not be able to vote in the next elections
because you wouldn’t bare your shoulders or show your cleavage in the picture on your
voters card, or that you wouldn’t have access to the funds in your bank account because
you refused to show your bare back in order to register for your BVN. These, and worse,
are what a Muslim woman who wears the hijab feels when she is asked to take off her
hijab or expose her ears before she could be allowed her constitutional rights!” he said.
Also speaking, the President, Muslims Students’ Society of Nigeria (MSSN) Lagos State
Area Unit, Hajia Hafsah Badru, appealed to the media to demonstrate objectivity,
fairness and accuracy in reporting cases related to use of hijab.
According to her, asking a Muslim woman to remove her Hijab is a form of violence
against women, saying such should have no place in a progressive society like Nigeria.
“One thing we all seem to agree on is that violence against women is wrong in all its
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forms, whether it is physical, emotional or psychological. However, covering one’s head
doesn’t mean that person should be looked down upon or be underestimated, women in
hijab deserve to enjoy their constitutional right,” Badru said.

Major trends from the 2017 World Watch List
World Watch Monitor (11.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2jQLHvW
1. Religious nationalism accelerating in Asia
Religious nationalism has been gathering pace since the mid-1990s, but there is no doubt
that it moved into a higher gear with the landslide election of Narendra Modi in India in
May 2014. Hindu nationalists were out of power from 2004 to 2014, but they used that
time to expand massively into the countryside, where the majority of India’s people live.
Over 600,000 extremists were trained to run schools with the objective of radicalising
families. It paid off. Now Christian organisations in Delhi are claiming an average of 40
incidents per month, where pastors are beaten, churches burned and converts harassed.
As the World Watch persecution analyst for India says: “It’s not only violence. There is a
deterioration in freedom in all aspects of Indian society, and Hindu radicals have virtual
impunity from the government.”
The Indian Church is massive, 64 million people, with perhaps 39 million of them caught
up in the vortex of direct persecution.
Buddhist nationalism should not be forgotten either. In Bhutan the government does not
regard Christians as Bhutanese at all. A new electronic identity card system ignored parts
of the Christian minority – around 30% of Christians in Thimpu, the capital, didn’t receive
a card – though it wasn’t clear why.
2. Insecure Asian governments play nationalist card
Nationalism is always a card that an insecure government will play. Vietnam has a new
government, Malaysia’s leader has been under pressure with corruption allegations and
in China President Xi Jinping has been stoking Chinese nationalism even in the realm of
religion, claiming that if you must belong to a religion, try a Chinese one like
Confucianism – which is clever because it is not actually a religion but a series of moral
obligations. Not a single country in East Asia lost “points” (used to work out the WWL
order) over the reporting period. In most of these countries, governments do say that to
be, for example, Sri Lankan is to be Buddhist; to be a Malay is to be Muslim.
Malaysia has “purification centres” for Christians and “deviating Muslims” to come back to
Islam.
Laos has a paranoid government desperate to stay in power, and the tribal Christians
bear the brunt, encountering a double persecution from state and tribe.
Even in Vietnam there were three killings of Christians.
Christians are always in vulnerable minorities in Asia, with the exception of Christianmajority Philippines, but even there converts to Christianity in Muslim-majority Mindanao
are persecuted. It is an easy and common ploy for tottering governments to gain cheap
support by scapegoating Christians.
3. Islamic radicalisation in sub-Saharan Africa goes mainstream
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Of course sub-Saharan Africa has been hitting the headlines for years for the vicious
activities of its Islamic militant insurgencies, such as Al-Shabaab and Boko Haram, the
latter accused by the UN in November 2016 of causing Africa’s most urgent emergency,
with 8 million in need of humanitarian help as a result of their fight. This still continues.
At least a dozen Christians were killed in Somalia in 2016 by Al-Shabaab militants. But
what is not so well known is that Islamic militancy is gaining ground in many more
sectors of society. In the past, radicals would only target individual Muslims for support,
but now – especially with generous Saudi funding – they are building new networks of
extremist schools in Somalia, Kenya, Niger and Burkina Faso, and then targeting local
government cadres, asking for concessions to build mosques and sponsoring those who
are running for office. In most of these countries it is not only violence driving the
persecution; all WWL “squeeze categories” (measuring the pressure on Christians in the
five realms of private, family, community, Church and national life) are showing rising
levels of persecution.
It is astonishing that Kenya, a Christian-majority country, still remains firmly entrenched
in the top 20. Even in Nairobi, Christian pastors have to hire private security firms to
man the metal detectors at the church doors. “Extremist violent movements seem to
leave behind them a more radicalised people,” according to the World Watch List
persecution analyst for the region.
Hausa-Fulani herdsmen in the Middle Belt region of Nigeria have driven thousands of
Christians from their land.
Somalia is #2 on the WWL because, as a local Christian said: “Everything works against
the Christian.”
In Sudan, Christians are targeted by the government itself.
Mali is actually the highest riser in the WWL 2017, up 12 places to #32, though Yemen
added most “points”. Islamic militants came from Libya to join forces with Tuareg rebels
to topple a hitherto democratic government in 2012. They were pushed back by an
international military intervention, but the situation remains very precarious. On 17
December 2015, three people were killed when a gunman opened fire outside a Christian
radio station in Timbuktu.
All over the Sahel region, the situation is worsening for Christians. According to an
August 2016 World Watch Research report: “This is a critical time for the future of
Christianity in the region … If the instability gets out of control and the militant groups
have their way, Christians will be killed and exiled out of the entire region.”
4. Middle East polarised between radical and autocratic regimes
It is no surprise that, with the military pull-back of the USA in the Middle East, two
regional powers have moved into the vacuum and both are extremist regimes – Saudi
Arabia and Iran. The Saudis are flexing their muscles in Yemen, as they seek to remove
the Shia Houthi rebels. The country has become a waste zone, with many Christians
caught in the crossfire. Four sisters of the Missionaries of Charity were killed in 2016; an
Indian priest captured in the same attack is still hostage and appealing for international
help.
Iran, now that its nuclear deal is done with the USA, has arrested record numbers of
“house church” Christians, and many are losing their livelihoods after having to pay huge
fines. Sectarian divisions are increasing in many areas.
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Distinct from these more radical regimes are a group of more autocratic regimes, such as
in Syria, Egypt and Algeria, that fight the extremists. Syria received the military backing
of Russia in 2016. Syrian Christians in government-run areas have in many cases as
much freedom as before, and most Christians now have fled rebel-held territory. But
even in more peaceful Jordan (#27), where the king seeks to control the extremists, the
backlash from his attempts has resulted in higher levels of pressure on Christians.
5. Christians are being killed in more countries than before for their faith
The toll of Christians killed for their faith has continued in countries where it is
sickeningly common, in sub-Saharan Africa in particular – a killing zone for the last
decade. But in the WWL 2017 reporting period, the most all-pervasive violence recorded
was in Pakistan. Islamic militants attacked Christians in a public park on Easter Sunday in
Lahore, killing dozens.
Bangladesh also experienced a year of attacks, which surprised a government which
prided itself on its secular approach. Not only Muslim-background converts (who are
routinely targeted), but also other Christians, found themselves the victims of violence.
Three Christians were killed in Vietnam in the central highlands, where a huge Church
exists among the tribal minorities. One Christian was also killed in Laos.
In Latin America, where large territories are controlled by mafia or guerrillas, standing up
against corruption can be fatal. Twenty-three Christian leaders were killed in Mexico, and
four in Colombia. It is rare to have a reporting period where the killings of Christians
have been more geographically dispersed. Ironically, fewer reports came in of Christians
having been killed in Syria and Iraq, as most have already left the territory, which
Islamic State established as a caliphate in 2014.
But also two positive trends...
1. Christians looking forward to going back to historic homes in northern Iraq
The days of an Islamic State-run caliphate in Northern Iraq and Syria are numbered.
Since an August 2016 offensive, the Islamic militants have been pushed back by a
coalition of Iraqi and foreign-backed forces. Some of the towns and villages, such as
Qaraqosh – which were once completely Christian – have been liberated. Iraq’s second
largest city – Mosul – will soon be in the hands of Iraqi forces. Over 80,000 Christians
fled their homes in 2014 and have been refugees in Iraqi Kurdistan since.
“We can’t wait to go back,” said one, in Erbil. “But we will go back with a greater
determination to keep freedom defended.”
2. ‘Exodus’ of Middle East Christians slows
Most Christians in the Middle East may have crossed a border within the region, but the
majority have not yet left the region as a whole.
The number of Christians exiting the region has slowed. Open Doors estimates the
number of Christians in the Middle East and Turkey at currently 16.5 million, including
migrant and expatriate Christians in the Gulf States.
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Countries to watch for persecution of Christians: beyond
the top 50
The ‘Persecution Watch’ countries are part of a group of countries beyond the
Open Doors World Watch List Top 50, in which serious degrees of hostility
against Christians and churches are prevalent.
World Watch Monitor (11.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2j0X3xF The Top 7
Below are the seven countries that came closest to being part of the top 50.
51. Uganda
The persecution of Christians in Uganda (85% Christian) continues to increase. The
Tabliqs (a sect of puritanical Muslims whose members portray themselves as Muslim
evangelists) have continued to advance the cause of Islam in areas like Mbale, Kasese,
Arua/Yumbe.
Converts face pressure from family members and the local community, especially in
Muslim-dominated areas. Bullying and harassment are very common in eastern parts of
the country. Converts from Islam in particular find it difficult to live a normal life. For
example, owning Christian materials or discussing Christianity with family members or
community members often leads to expulsion, serious physical attacks or even death.
In the WWL 2017 reporting period, violence against Christians rose sharply. Sixteen
Christians were killed, mostly in eastern Uganda. Some were killed for being active
Christians, and others for leaving Islam and becoming Christians. There were also violent
incidents that targeted churches. The Nalugongo Church of Uganda was attacked twice.
The desecration of Christian graves and forced marriages were also reported. This cycle
of violence is going on unabated partly because the victims are often afraid to report
incidents to the police.
From its base in eastern DRC, ADF-NALU is another cause for concern. The group has
recruited many youths from Uganda. For the moment, as the group is operating from
inside DRC, Christians in Uganda are not affected. However, its main aim is to establish a
Sharia state in Uganda, so it is naturally trying to set up networks and support groups in
the country.
52. Nepal
Elections for a new parliament and government in November 2013 left Nepal (4%
Christian) in a stalemate. In discussions about a new constitution, the restriction of
religious beliefs played a prominent role. The country’s new constitution, adopted in
September 2015, declares that Nepal is a secular state. In addition, it bans changing
religion and proselytism. More changes to the constitution are still under discussion.
Despite many hardships over past decades, the Church in Nepal has one of the fastest
growing Christian populations in the world, according to figures from the World Christian
Database; this has given rise to increasing oppression.
Nepal is a small and poor country, bordering China and India – countries with a huge
economic and political impact on Nepal.
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China objects to the presence of the Dalai Lama in northern India, fearing influence on
Tibet’s Buddhists. Since May 2014, India has been ruled by the radical Hindu Bharatiya
Janata Party under Narendra Modi, leading to an outburst of Hindu radical violence all
over India. India is now pressuring Nepal to follow in its footsteps – it even imposed an
economic boycott in August 2015. Since then, radical Hindu elements in Nepal have
stepped up their activities. Christians have come under pressure.
In July 2016, seven Christians who had Bibles with them were arrested and their Bibles
were used as evidence by the police to later accuse them of attempting to forcefully
convert children to Christianity. Later a pastor was also arrested in the same case. So it
seems that the constitutional provision is being directly used by the authorities to target
Christians. In December 2016, all eight Christians were acquitted.
53. Azerbaijan
In Azerbaijan (3% Christian), the regime is very clever in its persecution of Christians.
Some pastors have been detained and held for about a week and then released.
Everyone in their churches assumes that these pastors talked while in detention, so noone will trust them anymore. Most churches are infiltrated and informers are everywhere.
As a result, Christians do not know who to trust. This is also reflected in the reporting of
persecution: no-one dares to talk for fear of being arrested – the main reason for the
lower score of this country this year (it was No. 34 in WWL 2016). There are also
repeated obligatory re-registrations for churches – every six to seven years all churches
must apply for new registration. Each time, fewer churches re-register. During the latest
cycle, all churches and religious groups were required to renew their registration by 1
January 2010 and no new churches have since registered. It would seem Azerbaijan has
found a fool-proof method of getting rid of churches.
The state monitors all religious activity, and especially targets unregistered groups. While
registered churches can meet inside their buildings, special permission is needed for
organising events outside these buildings. Youth work is very much restricted and all
Christian materials must be cleared by the Committee for Religious Affairs in advance. In
practice this means that all importing, printing, and distribution is blocked. Training
facilities for Christians do not exist. All media are state-controlled and are therefore not
accessible for Christian input. Christians can do some social work – e.g. in prisons (where
there is usually a chapel). It is a punishable offence to bring religious literature into the
country. By law, foreigners are not allowed to preach in the country.
54. Kyrgyzstan
Kyrgyzstan (5% Christian) is the odd one out in Central Asia, as it has a democratically
elected head of state and parliament. But in 2009 it introduced one of the most
restrictive Religion Laws in the region, imposing a 200-member minimum necessary for
church registration. (There is now talk that this could increase to 500.) There are very
few congregations in the country with enough members for this. No religious activities
beyond state-run and state-controlled institutions are allowed.
In December 2012, a new censorship law was introduced, which also affects Christian
literature. In March 2015, Kyrgyzstan’s parliament passed the so-called “foreign agents”
law, which marks all organisations that receive financial support from abroad as foreign
agents.
In Kyrgyzstan, local authorities and councils usually have more power than in other
Central Asian countries. This has a negative effect on converts, as these local bodies tend
to have strong relationships with the local community, who are all Muslims. And it is in
the local councils that decisions about burials of converts are taken. This has already
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resulted in quite a few cases of families having to travel all over the country to find a
place to bury their dead.
55. Niger
In the last two decades, Islamic associations – including Wahhabi groups – have become
more active and prominent in Niger (0.3% Christian). In the past few years, Boko
Haram’s presence in Niger has also become more visible.
Persecution in Niger (No. 49 last year) is mainly shaped by Islamic oppression. Although
the pressure on Christians is significant, it is still moderate in comparison with the rest of
the region. However, small incidents can spark very high levels of violence, as was
evidenced by the protests over the Charlie Hebdo cartoons in January 2015. In the WWL
2017 reporting period, no such large-scale violent incidents took place and the level of
violent persecution against Christians decreased compared to the WWL 2016 reporting
period. Since the events of January 2015, the government and NGOs have made great
efforts to promote peaceful coexistence amongst the various ethnic groups and religions
in Niger.
56. Cuba
In 2006, Fidel Castro was replaced by his brother Raúl as leader of the government, but
the regime stayed essentially the same, and any groups hoping for change were
disappointed. (No change is anticipated following Fidel Castro’s death late last year.)
Cuba (61% Christian) continues to isolate itself from the rest of the world and functions
under totalitarian control. The persecution of Christians, more severe decades ago, is
slowly changing. While persecution in the past included beatings, imprisonment and
sometimes murder, now it is generally more subtle. It continues in the form of
harassment, strict surveillance and discrimination, including occasional imprisonment of
leaders. All Christians are monitored and all church services are infiltrated by informers.
Christians are threatened and suffer discrimination in school and at work. The totalitarian
regime allows no competitors of any kind. Pastors and Christians are sometimes
pressured to stop evangelising and to limit their activities to their own church premises.
Permission to print Christian literature locally is hard to obtain. Everything is restricted.
Existing seminaries and church buildings may be used, but new churches and seminaries
cannot be built. Foreigners who enter the country can bring Bibles with them, but only a
maximum of three.
57. Russia
Officially, Russia (82% Christian) is a secular state, but the government is openly
courting the Russian Orthodox Church to the disadvantage of other denominations (which
are often regarded as foreign). In July 2015, changes were made to Russia’s Religion
Law, requiring all religions without legal status to register with the authorities and to
notify them of their activities, including the names and addresses of all members and
meetings. Registered groups are also limited in their activities within the first 10 years of
their existence, e.g. teaching and invitations to foreign preachers are very restricted.
Unregistered groups experience discrimination all over Russia. In the North Caucasus,
Christians cannot hold public office. On Russian TV channels and printed media, there is a
permanent campaign against sects and evangelicals.
Converts from Islam are targets for violence and severe pressure from family and
community, particularly in the Caucasus area.
Other ‘Watch’ countries
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The 11 other countries that remain on the ‘Persecution Watch’ list – eight of which are in
Africa – listed alphabetically.
Cameroon
Despite the fact that Christians comprise around 60% of the population and the
government is pro-Christian, Cameroon’s historically moderate form of Islam (about 20%
of the population, 5 million, are adherents) is being challenged due to the growing
prominence of Salafist teaching and the activity of jihadist groups across the Sahel and
the Sahara, and in particular through the activities of Boko Haram within the country. In
recent years, Boko Haram has used the country as an operational base and refuge for
regrouping, and has also conducted several kidnap operations and terrorist attacks in
Cameroon’s north. Many Cameroonian Christians live in the north and are directly
threatened by this, as evidenced by the numerous Christians who have been the victims
of terror incidents over recent years, including 13 Christians who were reported killed
during the WWL 2017 reporting period.
Chad
Though Chad has a large Christian population (35%), the influence and dominance of
Islam is manifest and growing. Militant Islamic movements are also present in Chadian
society. They want to see all citizens under the banner of Islam and to make the country
an Islamic republic. All other religions – especially Christianity – are seen as an obstacle
to be removed by any possible means.
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)
In DRC, with a Christian population of over 95%, the Islamist group ADF-NALU (Allied
Democratic Forces – National Army for Liberation of Uganda) is active in the east of the
country – specifically in North Kivu and Ituri Provinces. Several villages and churches
have been attacked and almost abandoned.
The religious dimension of the attacks is betrayed by the fact that people who wore
Islamic dress were not attacked (according to observations by local sources).
The Gambia
The Gambia (4.5% Christian), a Muslim-majority country, is popularly known as
religiously tolerant. Not only is the constitution secular, the present government (due to
hand over power next week) has so far defended its position on religious tolerance with
unwavering commitment. Yet, non-violent measures are being taken to Islamize the
country – particularly through the educational system, public institutions, media and
areas concerning marriage and family. Muslims who convert to Christianity face
considerable problems. Every citizen is considered a member of the Islamic umma
(community) from birth and is thus expected to practise the religion of his people.
Christian families are rarely free to conduct their family life in a Christian way. The
pressure caused by the communal lifestyle means that – particularly in remote areas –
Christians, especially converts, are very restricted in expressing their faith. Islamistinspired mobs are also present. During the reporting period, outgoing President Yahya
Jammeh made The Gambia the second African Islamic Republic after Mauritania.
Guinea
The Church in Guinea (3.5% Christian) mainly comprises Christians from a Muslim
background. Under President Alpha Condé, the state is showing a degree of acceptance
to Christians. The Authority of Religious Affairs has started to show some level of
sensitivity regarding the rights of Christians. For example, the Authority agreed to
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arrange for government sponsorship of Christians travelling to Jerusalem on a
pilgrimage.
Radical Islamic groups are not particularly active and the government tries to reduce the
risk they pose to Christians and the society at large. No large-scale violence against
Christians was recorded in the WWL 2017 reporting period. In the foreseeable future, the
major concern for Christians in Guinea is the growing influence of radical versions of
Islam that promote persecution in the entire West African region. Under the influence of
radical teachings, many families and communities are becoming less tolerant of
Christians and this makes life very difficult, especially for converts.
Israel
In Israel (2.5% Christian) Christians enjoy a higher level of religious freedom than in
most other countries in the Middle East. Most violations of religious freedom are caused
by individuals or small groups of religious extremists.
Christians from a Muslim background experience a high level of pressure in the private
and family spheres of life. Opposition from the family is less severe than in other Middle
Eastern states due to legislation protecting religious freedom. An exception is the law
prohibiting adults from evangelism of children. Some Christians have been refused
entrance to Israel or were forced to leave the country because of their assumed
involvement in missionary or political activities.
Ultra-Orthodox Jewish organisations (e.g. Yad Le Achim) hold regular demonstrations in
front of buildings where Messianic Jews (Jews who believe Jesus Christ to be the
promised Messiah) gather for worship. Other forms of harassment include spreading libel,
spitting at clergy, or painting anti-Christian slogans on churches and monasteries. Top
Israeli political leaders have condemned these assaults and Israeli police established a
special unit to crack down on the culprits. The number of attacks decreased in 2016.
Opposition experienced by Messianic Jews from their (extended) family or community
varies in seriousness, ranging from tolerating them (if he or she does not try to spread
his/her Christian faith) to social exclusion. Several Messianic Jews have been refused
residency permits, based on their faith. Many court cases have been fought (and won) to
nullify these illegal measures. In some cases, their citizenship was revoked after
immigration. After the Ministry of Education considerably cut financial support, churchowned schools reported experiencing pressure to change their status to become state
schools.
A court case is currently underway concerning a Messianic Jewish couple who wanted to
celebrate their wedding in a public party centre but were refused because the owner told
them he’d lose his “kosher” certificate.
Generally, there is a relatively low level of specifically faith-related violence against
Christians in Israel. Nevertheless, there have been acts of vandalism against Christian
property since 2012 and these continued in 2016.
Ivory Coast
Ivory Coast (35% Christian) witnessed some of the worst violent incidents in Africa in the
WWL 2017 reporting period. The most widely reported incident occurred in the resort
town of Grand-Bassam, where Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb killed 22 people,
including a five-year-old boy.
This creates an atmosphere of terror, especially for Christians. Furthermore, there is an
increasing pressure on Christians due to the growing presence of Islam in government,
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administration, business, media and education, and increasing pressure from radical
groups.
Morocco
In Morocco (0.1% Christian), the Islamist party, PJD, remains in power after winning the
October 2016 elections. Reverberations from the Arab Spring were also felt in Morocco,
but the protests did not bring the monarchy to an end. Instead, King Mohammed VI
adopted a number of reforms in order to restore social peace and satisfy the demands of
the Islamists. Victims of persecution are mainly Christian converts from a Muslim
background, though restrictions also apply to the small and historical Catholic and
expatriate communities. Foreign workers must still provide justification for living in the
country and for Christian mission workers it is difficult to get residence permits.
In the WWL 2017 reporting period, few violent incidents against Christians were
recorded. Compared to previous years, the situation for Christians has not altered much,
apart from one important change: the Islamist majority in government. This has had a
negative effect on the position of the Church. Islamist influence is becoming more visible,
causing many Christians to be pessimistic about the future. Despite being regularly
monitored and dismantled by government forces, Islamic State cells represent an ongoing threat for Christians in Morocco.
Philippines
In the Philippines (90% Christian), most of the persecution comes from Muslim religious
leaders and affects converts from three tribes: the Tausug, Yakan and Sama. There have
also been reports of incidents affecting Christians in the Maguindanao and Iranun ethnic
groups.
The Philippines faces a long-standing violent independence movement on the southern
island of Mindanao, which has a strong Muslim minority. On 24 December 2015, the
insurgent group BIFF (Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters) killed nine Christian
farmers in Mindanao.
Weapons used to kill four people in an attack in Jakarta on 14 January 2016 were
reportedly brought into Indonesia from the southern Philippines; this shows the worrying
connections of Islamic militants across borders in Southeast Asia. Islamic State
announced plans to create a province of their caliphate in the southern Philippines, and
BIFF and some other groups have already pledged allegiance to IS.
Converts from Islam are becoming increasingly vulnerable. Several reports showed that
they have to keep their Christian faith carefully hidden from their families and that
meeting with other Christians is very difficult, dangerous and at times impossible.
Senegal
Although Senegal (5% Christian) is known for religious tolerance and peaceful
coexistence of different religious groups, there continue to be reports of societal abuses
or discrimination based on religious affiliation, belief, or practice. Many of these target
evangelical churches, which are rapidly growing in membership. For the most part,
persecution occurs in the form of mobs targeting evangelicals, who are seen as
encroaching on the identity of this almost entirely Islamic nation.
The BBC reported on 18 November 2015 that Senegal was making plans to ban women
from wearing the full-face Islamic veil in public, in response to the increasing threat of
jihadism. On 7 November 2015, seven people, including four imams, were arrested by
the Senegalese authorities for their suspected ties with radical Islamic groups.
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A small number of violent incidents were recorded during the WWL 2017 reporting
period, but fewer than in the past.
Venezuela
In Venezuela (92% Christian), the persecution of “born-again” Christians is subtle. There
is a political trend towards a socialist society, with the president crushing opposition. The
Church has been affected by the complex political situation. Tensions between exPresident Chavez, his successor, Nicolás Maduro, and the leadership of the Catholic
Church have been growing. For years, the former Chavez administration attempted to
shut down private education of all kinds in favour of state schools. His goal, observers
say, was to use the state school system for the political indoctrination of youth. The
government gives economic incentives to students who attend state schools, while
denying equal recognition to students of private schools. Hence, church-based schools
find themselves working against policies and programmes designed to eventually drive
them out of business.
The general security situation is rapidly deteriorating due to an alarming increase in
violent crime, which puts Christians along with others at greater risk of violent death
than before.

What are ‘Engines of persecution’?
World Watch Monitor - http://bit.ly/2j0PFCf - Open Doors has adopted the term
“persecution engine” to help explain a primary reason why Christians are persecuted in a
particular area or setting. As such, they represent the various sources of persecution that
Christians experience and they usually occur in combination. This enables us to
understand better the full dimensions of persecution and assists our strengthening
response to it. An engine may not necessarily be anti-Christian in itself, such as
Dictatorial Paranoia, or Organized Corruption, but it explains why - in certain
circumstances - the Christian community becomes the target of persecution.
Persecution engines rarely occur singly. They cluster and overlap. Islamic extremism is
often accompanied by Tribal Antagonism, for example, and Organized Corruption can
overlay on all other engines. This shows the causes of persecution are complex, not
simple.
The main persecution engines
Islamic Oppression
Tries to bring the country or the world under the “House of Islam” through violent or
non-violent actions.
This is the organized attempt to make the world Islamic. Extremists in Islam must ensure
that sharia law is applicable over the state or territory for Islam to be properly observed,
though not all Muslims aspire to this. Religious minorities may be tolerated, but strictly
as second class citizens.
Islamic extremists range from extremist states that require sharia law, such as Iran or
Saudi Arabia, to extremist movements that seek to impose Islam but through relatively
peaceful means, such as the now-outlawed Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. There are
extremist groups that espouse violence to achieve their aims, such as Boko Haram in
Northern Nigeria and the self-proclaimed “Islamic State” in Syria and Iraq. And there are
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extremist households or individuals, which are the most effective in enforcing Islam’s
apostasy laws.
Islamic extremism is often more effective in stopping Christian witness though the
squeeze of a strongly Islamic culture than the actions of violent jihadists, since state,
tribe, family and neighbourhood all combine to stifle the exercise of the Christian faith.
Islamic extremism constitutes by far the most common engine, in global terms, to
Christians.
Religious Nationalism
Tries to conquer the nation for one’s religion. Mainly Hinduism and Buddhism, but also
Orthodox Judaism or other religions.
This refers to an ideology that seeks to make a territory or a state exclusively the
province of a particular religion. It sees its religion as utterly supreme over other
religions and traditions, and sets a very clear national boundary on its militancy. In this
respect it is to be distinguished from Islamic extremism, which is always trans-national.
The Islamic State militants, for example, are not local Syrians who want to make Syria
Islamic, but the whole world, which is why they moved into Iraq. But there can overlap.
In Somalia, for example, Islamic extremists play the nationalist card, insisting that to be
a good Somali is to be a good Muslim.
But this engine refers more specifically, for example, to the Hindu nationalists in India,
who use the ideology of Hindutva to justify their vision of a Hindu India. Or, to the
nationalist Buddhists in Sri Lanka, who maintain all Sinhala people must be Buddhist lest
they betray their heritage and country. It results in Christians being accused of being
unpatriotic and walking away from their primary and ancient identity.
Ethnic Antagonism
Tries to force the continuing influence of age-old norms and values shaped in tribal
context. Often comes in the form of traditional religion or something similar.
This refers to the reality that when someone becomes a Christian they are often
persecuted because they are seen to have turned their back on the traditions of their
tribe. Sometimes the tribe may have its own religion, such as animistic tribes in parts of
Africa. Or, sometimes the tribe may simply be a social or blood obligation that can act as
strongly as the religious ties.
So, there are two senses in which this applies. First, a Christian may refuse to continue in
the rituals of the tribe, especially the more animistic rituals which can involve immorality,
blood sacrifices and idol worship. Second, the Christian proclaims their deepest identity is
“In Christ,” while the tribe demands that they see themselves and act purely as a
Pashtun, or a Fulani, or a Lao. This is more marked in certain states where there is little
sense of national identity. For example, very few people in Afghanistan see themselves
as “Afghans,” but Pashtuns, or Tajiks.
The tribe may or may not be religiously constituted (though it usually is), but it does
have a distinct identity, and it is often harnessed by religious nationalists or Islamic
extremists, making this engine relatively hidden and difficult to spot. One scholar wisely
remarked of the Middle East, “Islam only goes back 1,500 years here, but tribalism goes
back 5,000.” But where tribalism ends and Islamic extremism begins can be difficult to
discern in practice. We make the distinction because in many states Christian are
persecuted out of tribal reasons. The most persecuted Christians of the Far East, for
example, are tribal Christians, who often experience a double persecution from the state
and from their tribe, such as the Chakma in Bangladesh or the Hmong in Vietnam.
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Ecclesiastical Arrogance
Tries to maintain one’s Christian denomination as the only legitimate or dominant
expression of Christianity in the country. In most cases this Christian denomination is the
majority Christian denomination.
This is where a church tries to impose its version of Christianity on everyone, especially
other Christians, and refuses to accept the validity of other traditions. This was a
particular problem mainly among the Roman Catholic churches of Latin America,
although they have improved in this respect. Orthodox churches have an unfortunate
habit of becoming co-existent with the state, and see non-Orthodox Christians as
unpatriotic. In Russia, for exaple, the Orthodox church has often sought to marginalize
and disempower those belonging to vibrant Christian communities, such as Baptists and
Pentecostals. Today in Ethiopia, Pentecostal Christians can sometimes expect the most
intense pressure from radical movements within the Orthodox church.
Communist Oppression
Tries to maintain communism as a prescriptive ideology and/or controls the church
through a system of registration and oversight that has come from communism.
Communism is an ideology that seeks to bring about a classless paradise through the
triumph of the proletariat and is utterly atheistic in its method. But it is also a system of
control, where the state seeks to ensure the church is registered in order to control it.
While the ideological drive of communism is fatally wounded today, the communist
system of state control over the church remains especially in those post-communist
states such as Russia and the so called “Stans” of Central Asia. Today, there are four
countries left that are still formally communist: China, Vietnam, Laos and Cuba, though it
is hard to say how much of the ideology remains and how much is just the system of
control staying in place. But there are parts of the world where ideological communists
persecute Christians, such as the Maoists in Nepal and the Naxalites in India. Even in
states such as Venezuela, communist rhetoric is far from dead.
Dictatorial Paranoia
Does everything to maintain power, not specifically focused on realizing a vision.
Dictatorial paranoia is where a political leader and the inner clique seek to dominate
every aspect of society. The dictator is seized by fear that someone, somewhere, is
plotting an overthrow. No one is allowed to organize outside state control. This desire to
control can come from a variety of motives. It can originate from an ideology such as
communism, but more commonly it emerges from an overbearing leader, who seeks to
survive through control.
The world is full of leaders who take more and more power to themselves. Africa
particularly is plagued by leaders such as this, so too Latin America. Christians are a
threat to any totalitarian regime if they refuse to be dominated, and especially if they
organise outside government control – the ultimate act of disloyalty. It is out of fear that
Christians get persecuted because they cannot be controlled. Often Christians are
tolerated if they allow themselves to be controlled through registration and laws.
Secular Intolerance
Tries to eradicate religion from the public domain, if possible even out of the hearts of
people, and imposes an atheistic form of secularism as a new governing ideology.
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Secularism can be understood two ways. First, positively, where it insists that the state
stays neutral (or secular) in its refusal to prejudice one religion or denomination over
another. Indeed, in this sense, state secularism is a legacy of the Reformation where the
Anabaptists, for example, regarded themselves as aggressive secularists.
Secularism has a negative side, too, when atheists exploit secularism to insist all religion
be expunged from public life and from crucial discussions about social issues such as
sexuality, marriage, and human dignity. These atheists call for the abandonment of the
state’s historical neutrality, and sponsor a humanistic secularism that regards religious
expression and opinion as injurious to the public good. They do not tolerate another
interpretation of how to run public life, and often take steps to ensure this takes place
without seeking permission or approval. Often this is peddled by atheists who claim that
all religious expression and opinion is by definition pathological. It is in the Western world
where this engine is strongest.
Organized Corruption
Tries to create a climate of impunity, anarchy and corruption as a means for selfenrichment.
Societies contain elites like mafias that run extensive economic rackets, and Christians
can get targeted insofar as their ethics threaten these rackets. An obvious example
would be those Latin American regions run by guerrilla armies who get their funds
through drug trafficking. Pastors or priests whot stand out against this trade are
threatened and killed. This engine is perhaps the most global of them all, as each society
– especially where the state is weak or complicit – contains very deliberate and organized
schemes to direct riches to an often violent elite. For an African pastor to speak out
prophetically against a corrupt leader like Robert Mugabe can result in instant death or
flight.
Some geopolitical specialists talk of “mafia states,” where legitimately elected leaders
rule the country like giant godfathers, and refuse to encourage the rule of law and the
separation of powers. It is not always easy to clearly notice organized corruption. The UN
Office on Drugs and Crime reports “that while the activities of organized criminal groups
have grown significantly across the globe in the last decade, the nature of their
organizational structures is much more complex and dynamic than was perhaps the case
in the past”. The report continues, “One of the clearest examples of the fragmentation of
organized crime is the break-up of the cartels involved in the trafficking of illicit narcotics
from Colombia. They have been replaced by a large number of smaller and more loosely
organized trafficking groups.”

i

Hojatiye School (Qom) was established 70 years ago by a Shia cleric. It had around 600 foreign students in
2010 and 200 professors (http://hawzahnews.com/TextVersionDetail/233956). Many well-known clerics have
studied in this school including Ayatollah Khamenei, the current Supreme Guide of Iran. Hojatiye School mainly
accommodates students coming from other countries while Feyziye School is for Iranian students.
Professors of Hojatiye School are among Shia clerics that have close ties with the Iranian government. Ayatollah
Sobhani is one of them. In various speeches he has clarified his ideas about how a Shia society should look. For
instance, according to his teachings, police should definitely forbid people from eating and drinking in public
places during the holy month of Ramadan.
In addition, he has called western television channels harmful for the Shia beliefs (having access to these
channels through satellite is illegal in Iran, although most people watch them). Sobhani has also emphasized the
important role of Velayat-e Faghih (Islamic government). Referring to the necessity of increasing the Iranian
population, as it is the general policy that was determined by the supreme guide, he teaches that abortion is
against the policy and regulations of the Islamic Republic (http://www.asriran.com/fa/tag/).

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | World

The General policies of the school as mentioned on its website
http://feqh.miu.ac.ir/index.aspx?fkeyid=&siteid=19&pageid=4531) include:
· Clarifying and establishing the ideals of Islamic Revolution as well as Ayatollah
Khomeini and Khamenei’s political and religious opinions
· Training religious scholars for other countries especially Islamic countries for researching, teaching,
preaching and translating
· supporting researching projects based on the social and cultural needs of countries
Moreover, the Graduation Office is one of the important departments of the school that it organizes and helps
graduated students in their future job. This office has various responsibilities mainly: Identifying and supporting
graduated students that returned to their country, organizing them and guiding them
(http://en.feqh.miu.ac.ir/index.aspx?fkeyid=&siteid=19&pageid=6845)
This footnote was prepared by an Iranian student during her internship with Human Rights Without Frontiers.
ii

The identification by a Muslim of others as being infidels. This term is as strong as "infidel" in English or
« mécréant » in French. It presupposes that non-Muslims are second-rank citizens and conveys the concept that
they are some sort of "Untermensch".
iii

See
https://www.academia.edu/people/search?utf8=%E2%9C%93&q=International+Islamic+University+in+the+Pak
istani+capital+Islamabad
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